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CHAPTER 10 
 

China’s Perspective on Non-Strategic Nuclear Weapons 
and Arms Control 

 
Kenneth W. Allen 

 
China has succeeded in building a modest-sized 
nuclear arsenal of impressive destructive power and 
technological sophistication. It consists of bombers 
and land- and sea-based ballistic missiles with 
fission and fusion weapons ranging from about 20 
kilotons to 3.3 megatons in yield.  We estimate that 
approximately 700 warheads of all types were 
produced from 1964 to 1992.  About 300 are 
currently deployed with bomber and missile forces 
and another 150 are for tactical weapon systems.1 

 
Introduction 
 
During the November 2000 conference on dealing with non-
strategic nuclear weapons (NSNW), Brad Roberts challenged the 
participants to go beyond looking at the issue strictly through a 
U.S.-NATO-Russian lens.2  He stressed, “If there is an arms 
control approach to NSNW, then it must encompass China and 
perhaps other countries in Asia.” 
 
Since the general focus of the conference (as with most arms 
control discussions) was on U.S.-Russian issues, the purpose of 
this paper is to discuss China’s perspective on NSNW and arms 
control.3  This is a daunting task given the lack of transparency 
surrounding the People’s Republic of China’s (PRC) overall 
nuclear weapons program, Beijing’s reluctance to discuss its 
nuclear forces, inconclusive open source information on Chinese 
NSNW, and the lack of a universal definition of NSNW.  The 
China’s People’s Liberation Army (PLA) refers to NSNW as 
tactical nuclear weapons (TNW) or theater and tactical nuclear 
weapons.  The PLA defines TNW (zhanshu hewuqi) as follows:4 
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Tactical nuclear weapons are used to support troops 
in combat, and to directly affect the enemy’s actions.  
In general, TNW systems are less powerful nuclear 
weapons delivered from shorter ranges by air or 
ground launch systems and have a command and 
control organization.  TNW systems include short-
range surface-to-surface missiles, bombs dropped by 
tactical bombers, ship-to-ship and ship-air missiles, 
antisubmarine missiles, depth charges, artillery 
shells, and land mines. 

 
For purposes of this paper, China’s NSNW include all nuclear 
weapons excluding intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs).5 
 
This paper will address what is known about China’s nuclear 
program to include the evolution of the PRC’s nuclear doctrine, 
Beijing’s arms control involvement, history of China’s NSNW, 
the PLA’s Second Artillery Corps, and potential scenarios where 
NSNW could be used.  It will not address other Asian countries’ 
views of China’s NSNW and arms control. 
Although the broad issues of human rights, trade, WMD and 
missile proliferation, and national and theater missile defense 
tend to dominate the headlines today, the United States has been 
concerned with China’s secretive nuclear weapons program 
since the 1950s.  General Douglas MacArthur advocated a 
nuclear attack on China during the early stages of the Korean 
war,6 and President Lyndon B. Johnson considered bombing 
China prior to the PRC’s first nuclear detonation in October 
1964 to stop the PRC from becoming a nuclear power.7  Since 
the 1960s, Beijing has consistently used its domestic 
development and proliferation of nuclear weapons and ballistic 
missile technology as a political lever against the United States, 
especially concerning the issue of Taiwan.8  Beijing’s use of 
“missile diplomacy” against Taiwan in 1995-1996, the increased 
deployment of ballistic missiles opposite Taiwan since then, and 
allegations that China stole U.S. nuclear weapons secrets has 
significantly raised the level of concern about China’s nuclear 
capabilities. 
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Although Beijing has become a participant in international arms 
control negotiations, China’s strategic arms control focus has 
been on the arsenals of the United States and Russia.  While 
China has become a signatory to several international 
nonproliferation treaties, China has not made public statement 
about the numbers or types of weapons in its arsenal; nor does it 
officially acknowledge possession of tactical weapons.9  
Furthermore, Beijing has been reticent to include any discussion 
of, or limitations on, China’s nuclear force.  Over the past 
several years, Washington and Beijing have had “talks” and a 
formal dialogue on arms control and nonproliferation, but these 
have not been categorized as negotiations.  These talks have 
routinely been interrupted by events like the errant bombing of 
China’s embassy in Belgrade during the 1999 air war over 
Serbia. 
 
China’s Nuclear Doctrine 
 
China’s nuclear doctrine has evolved since the 1950s as part of 
the PRC’s overall military doctrine.  During a November 1999 
conference on China’s weapons of mass destruction (WMD), 
Bates Gill and James Mulvenon presented a paper on “The 
Chinese Strategic Rocket Forces: Transition to Credible 
Deterrence,”10 which reviewed China’s nuclear doctrine and 
suggested that there are three separate components to Beijing’s 
current strategy. 
 
Gill and Mulvenon cite Iain Johnston’s observations that “for 
about thirty years after China exploded its first nuclear weapon 
there was no coherent, publicly articulated nuclear doctrine.”11  
In a similar vein, others have noted that China’s nuclear weapons 
program “proceeded without strategic guidance” and that “until 
the early 1980s, there were no scenarios, no detailed linkage of 
the weapons to foreign policy objectives, and no serious strategic 
research.”12  While the Chinese began a more serious effort to 
develop a coherent nuclear doctrine and strategy from the mid-
1980s, there remains today a paucity of knowledge about 
China’s actual nuclear weapons doctrine, compelling analysts to 
glean deductively from China’s publicly available statements, its 
internal military writings, and what is known about Chinese 
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nuclear weapon deployments and research programs and the 
purposes and intentions behind them. 
 
Declaratory Policy 
Gill and Mulvenon observe that three principal features stand out 
which help define the public face of Chinese nuclear weapons 
doctrine.  First, public statements consistently reiterate the 
“defensive” purpose of Chinese nuclear weapons.  China’s long-
held “no-first-use” policy serves as the foundation of this aspect 
of China’s declared defensive nuclear posture.13  The second 
distinctive feature of China’s nuclear weapons doctrine has been 
the maintenance of a qualitatively and quantitatively “minimum 
deterrent,”14 characterized by slow and often problematic nuclear 
force modernization.  Third, as to the targeting of nuclear 
weapons, China claims it will not use them against non-nuclear 
weapon states (negative security assurances),15 and probably 
would retaliate against countervalue targets. 
 
Gill and Mulvenon point out, however, that there are a number 
of questions concerning China’s no-first-use pledge.  First, such 
a pledge is highly symbolic, since it is not verifiable and any 
violation of the pledge would not be detected until it is too late.  
Second, over the years there have been some indications that 
China’s pledge may not be relevant to the first-use of nuclear 
weapons on Chinese soil.  Faced with the threat of a 
conventional Soviet invasion in the 1980s, Beijing’s military 
strategists argued that the first-use of nuclear weapons on 
Chinese territory would not have violated its pledge.  Although 
the former Soviet threat has gone, the idea that no-first-use does 
not apply to Chinese national territory causes concern in the 
context of Taiwan, which China considers an integral part of the 
mainland. 
 
Of note, China has apparently changed its views recently on the 
use of nuclear weapons as a deterrent.  The PRC’s October 2000 
Defense White Paper states, “China maintains a small but 
effective nuclear counterattacking force in order to deter possible 
nuclear attacks by other countries.”  Of the three white papers 
issued since 1995, this is the first time the Chinese have stated 
that their nuclear forces is for deterrence.16 The 1998 Defense 
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White Paper stated, “The major nuclear powers should abandon 
the nuclear deterrence policy.”17  The 2000 white paper does not 
make any mention about other countries’ deterrence policy. 
 
Minimum Capability  
Gill and Mulvenon state that the number and types of weapons 
China deploys, Chinese weapon development cycles, and new 
nuclear programs are areas where a considerable amount of open 
source data is available.  In reviewing this empirical record, they 
point out that one of the most intriguing aspects of China’s 
nuclear weapons program has been its quantitatively and 
qualitatively limited nature over time.  These limitations result in 
China’s traditional minimum deterrent characterized in practice 
by a relatively small number of warheads, technically and 
numerically limited delivery vehicles, persistent concerns over 
the arsenal’s survivability, reliability and penetrability, and a 
limited program of research, development and testing. 
 
From the perspective of domestic politics, it is important to 
recognize first and foremost that in the critical decades that 
Chinese nuclear weapons were first developed, Chinese nuclear 
weapons decisions were firmly dominated by the views and 
statements of Mao Zedong and a small number of other leaders 
under the powerful political sway of Maoist political ideology 
and rhetoric.  Mao’s own publicly expressed opinions about 
nuclear weapons served as the guiding principles for the 
development of the Chinese arsenal.  Lewis and Xue have 
derived seven major principles from official Maoist statements in 
the 1960s and 1970s which helped define the future parameters 
of Chinese nuclear deployments and doctrine: 1) no-first-use; 2) 
no tactical nuclear weapons; 3) “small but better”; 4) “small but 
inclusive”; 5) minimum retaliation; 6) quick recovery;  and 7) 
soft-target kill capability.18  A recent study by a Chinese missile 
scientist argues that many of these sayings continue to carry 
great weight in determining the fundamental quantitative and 
qualitative parameters of China’s nuclear weapons arsenal.19 
 
Although the Chinese have not clearly defined their doctrine as 
such, Gill and Mulvenon postulate that for the future, the 
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doctrine and force structure of China’s nuclear force must be 
analyzed at three distinct levels: 
 

• A posture of credible minimum deterrence with regard to 
the continental United States and Russia; 

• A more offensive-oriented posture of “limited 
deterrence” with regard to China’s theater nuclear 
forces; and 

• An offensively-configured, preemptive, counterforce 
warfighting posture of “active defense” or “offensive 
defense” for the PLA’s conventional missile forces. 

 
Based on discussions with other analysts, however, any move 
toward a counterforce (military targets) versus a countervalue 
(civilian targets) doctrine presupposes a greater quantity of more 
accurate missiles. 
 
Tactical Nuclear Weapons Doctrine 
While lots of attention has been paid to China’s strategic nuclear 
force doctrine, less attention has been paid to tactical nuclear 
doctrine.  Iain Johnston states in a 1995 International Security 
paper that Chinese strategists in the 1980s and 1990s have been 
relatively clear about their preference for theater and tactical 
nuclear weapons.20  Initially in the 1970s and early 1980s, 
Chinese writings on TNW tended to argue that these capabilities 
were essential to stop a Soviet armored blitzkrieg across the 
northern and western borders, especially since the PLA Air 
Force’s strike aircraft were incapable of delivering TNW against 
Soviet tanks.  However, Chinese research on TNW was 
relatively underdeveloped among Chinese strategists and the 
PLA lacked training under nuclear conditions. 
 
Johnston further states that China’s emphasis since the early 
1990s on local, limited wars under high-tech conditions has lent 
itself to further study of TNW.  He cites various PLA analysts 
who have written, “Even if the war were a conventional one, it 
should still be considered a war under nuclear conditions, since 
nuclear weapons would help deter both conventional and, if the 
opponent was a nuclear state, nuclear escalation.  Among the 
capabilities needed to fight limited border wars are theater and 
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tactical missiles, including both cruise and ballistic missiles.”21  
These types of statements are what Paul Godwin has called 
China’s “aspirational doctrine” versus “operational doctrine.”22 
 
In 1998, Mel Gurtov and Byong-Moo Hwang discussed China’s 
tactical nuclear doctrine following the Gulf War.23  They cite one 
PLA analyst who wrote, “When manpower, firepower, and 
military equipment of conventional troops are short, or when 
they are reduced to inferiority, deployment or use of tactical or 
war-zone nuclear weapons can make up for and readjust 
conventional forces.”  They note, however, disagreements 
among some analysts who advocate “China only wants to pursue 
a principle….to have what others have” and others who are 
opposed to the use of tactical nuclear weapons to make up for 
inferior PLA conventional forces. 
 
According to Brad Roberts, the debate within China about how 
the PLA might use nuclear weapons has changed rather 
dramatically in the last couple of years, especially following the 
Kosovo War.24  Now there are more voices participating than 
ever before, including many from outside the mainstream 
professional military, and their views of whether or how to use 
nuclear weapons are widely divergent.  Furthermore, there is all 
sorts of speculation about how to use nuclear weapons to scare 
away America – or to defeat its conventional forces in the 
Taiwan Strait without inciting U.S. escalation. 
 
Arms Control and Disarmament 
 
There are differing views of China’s arms control and 
disarmament record, depending upon where one sets the 
baseline.  On one hand, China has signed on to several 
international arms control treaties over the past decade, but on 
the other hand Beijing has been vague in discussions about 
reducing its own nuclear arsenal. 
 
China’s Views of Arms Control 
China’s involvement in multilateral arms control has been 
largely a reluctant response to international political pressure.  
Nevertheless, there is increasing support in Beijing for the view 
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that China obtains security benefits from participation in 
international arms control regimes.  In formulating their arms 
control and nuclear modernization policies, the Chinese are 
reactive to China’s perceived “threat environment,” which 
includes Beijing’s assessment of U.S. strategic intentions toward 
China. 
 
Chinese views of strategic nuclear arms control have evolved 
significantly over the last three decades and are still in flux.  In 
the 1970s, Beijing condemned the U.S.-Soviet Strategic Arms 
Limitations Talks as “sham disarmament” providing a cover for 
continuation of the U.S.-Soviet arms race.25  The Chinese were 
especially concerned that the superpowers might collaborate 
against China, including possible joint strikes on Chinese nuclear 
weapons facilities, or that the United States might accommodate 
the Soviet Union’s rising power, leaving the Russians free to 
increase military pressure on China.  In the 1980s, the Chinese 
came to see advantages for Beijing in “free-riding” on arms 
control agreements that placed restrictions on other powers to 
China’s benefit, including the various accords between Moscow 
and Washington on reductions of strategic nuclear forces, 
elimination of intermediate-range nuclear forces, and limitations 
on anti-ballistic missile systems. 
 
According to Garrett and Glaser, China officially holds the 
position that it will eventually join in strategic nuclear arms 
reduction talks with the other declared nuclear powers.26  
However, the Chinese have intentionally left vague their position 
on the necessary preconditions for Chinese participation in five-
power nuclear arms reductions talks.  Beijing provided a general 
guidepost in January 1992 when a Chinese foreign ministry 
spokesman indicated that Beijing’s requirements for joining five-
power nuclear arms reductions talks was an undefined “parity” 
of nuclear forces.  “China will naturally take part in the process 
of nuclear disarmament and join efforts for the complete 
destruction of nuclear weapons once the United States and 
Russia reduce their nuclear capacity to a level matching that of 
China.”27 
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Since the mid-1980s, the Chinese have recognized increasing 
political and security benefits from participation in multilateral 
nuclear arms control negotiations and agreements.  In response 
to international concerns about the PRC’s proliferation of WMD 
technology, Beijing has become progressively involved in 
several international nonproliferation agreements and has 
promulgated various domestic export control regulations.  These 
agreements include the following: 
 

• 1984: Joined the International Atomic Energy 
Agency (IAEA); 

• 1992: Acceded to the Nuclear Nonproliferation 
Treaty (NPT); 

• 1993: Signed and ratified the Chemical Weapons 
Convention (CWC); 

• 1994: Statements on fissile material production; 
• 1996: Statement on safeguarded nuclear transfers; 
• 1996: Signed the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty 

(CTBT); 
• 1997: Joined the Zangger Committee.28 

 
Chinese leaders, officials, and foreign policy institute analysts 
still view the world in largely balance-of-power, realpolitik 
terms, including “self-help” in security.  This orientation 
underlies China’s foreign policy and military strategy in general 
and its nuclear weapons program in particular.  The Chinese 
have learned from the United States and the Soviet Union that 
nuclear weapons enhance national prestige and bargaining 
leverage, deter pressure and threats, and can potentially influence 
the outcome of crises and diplomatic confrontations.  They have 
also drawn the lesson from the history of U.S.-Soviet arms 
control negotiations in the 1970s and 1980s that continued arms 
competition and further qualitative enhancement of nuclear 
forces go hand-in-hand with arms control agreements.  Finally, 
there is widespread support in China for the view that 
development of a strong military capability, including substantial 
nuclear forces, will enhance China’s comprehensive national 
strength, thus enabling Beijing to assume its rightful place as a 
great power.  Beijing is also realizing, and concerned, that India 
may have learned the same lessons. 
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Arms Control Transparency 
Although China has made public statements about arms control 
and disarmament, uncertainty about Chinese nuclear weapons 
capabilities, strategic intentions, and the long-range goals of 
China’s nuclear modernization program is exacerbated by 
Beijing’s lack of transparency in the military sphere.  While the 
PLA became more involved in multilateral meetings and 
international exchanges during the 1980s,29 China’s neighbors 
began pressing Beijing to provide more transparency on its 
national defense policy.  Although some progress is being made 
in this area, China still lags behind some of its Asia-Pacific 
neighbors in providing military transparency through publication 
of defense white papers.30 
 
As tensions mounted in the Taiwan Strait in late 1995, Beijing 
issued its first White Paper on Arms Control and Disarmament.  
The twenty-page paper, released during the negotiating endgame 
of the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty and while China was still 
conducting nuclear tests,31 attempted to defuse concerns about a 
“China Threat” and accusations that Beijing was supplying 
WMD or related technologies to some of its neighbors (i.e., 
Pakistan and Iran).  In July 1998, Beijing published its first 
defense white paper, China’s National Defense,32 followed by 
another in October 2000.  Although these did not contain as 
much detailed information as some countries had hoped, they 
were a good first effort at providing more transparency. 
 
U.S.-China NSNW Arms Control Discussions 
Based on discussions with several analysts, the prospects of 
involving China in discussions on NSNW arms control in the 
near future are almost non-existent.  As a starting point, China 
does not even acknowledge that it has non-ballistic missile 
tactical nuclear weapons.  In addition, China is still unwilling to 
even discuss any reductions of its own ballistic missile force, 
while it continues to modernize its overall force qualitatively and 
quantitatively.  According to one U.S. State Department arms 
control official, 
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There have been no bilateral negotiations on nuclear 
arms control between the U.S. and China, although 
the U.S. has proposed a regular “dialogue” on 
nuclear arms control issues to parallel the on-going 
dialogue on proliferation.  Chinese officials have, at 
various times, indicated that the disparity between 
U.S. and Chinese strategic forces is so great that 
there is, in practice, nothing to negotiate until U.S. 
(and Russian) strategic nuclear inventories are 
significantly reduced.  They have also emphasized 
their view that transparency, monitoring, or 
verification provisions that might be expected in 
such negotiations are not in China’s interest.  They 
have also reiterated China’s own long-standing 
nuclear disarmament proposal, which calls on states 
to “abandon” nuclear deterrence, adopt a no-first-use 
policy, withdraw all nuclear weapons from other 
countries, halt missile defense research, and 
conclude a convention on the prohibition and 
destruction of nuclear weapons. 33 

 
China’s Ballistic Missiles 
 
Current Force 
Beijing’s ballistic missile force consists overwhelmingly of 
short- and medium-range missiles that are either dual-capable or 
armed with conventional warheads,34 backed up by China’s 
strategic nuclear doctrine that calls for a survivable long-range 
missile force that can hold a portion of the U.S. population at 
risk in a retaliatory strike.35  China has the ability to use these 
tactical ballistic missiles against its neighbors and U.S. forward-
deployed forces in the Asia-Pacific region.36 
 
There are three basic trends taking place within China’s overall 
missile force: 1) while the older medium-range ballistic missiles 
(MRBMs) and ICBMs use liquid propellants, the newer missiles, 
including short-range ballistic missiles (SRBMs), all use solid 
propellants; 2) conventional SRBMs are now being assigned to 
ground force group armies; and 3) China is developing and 
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deploying more sophisticated cruise missiles with its naval and 
air forces. 
 
MRBMs 
China began deploying its first MRBM, the DF-2/CSS-1 (range 
1,250 km) in 1966, but all of these missiles were retired in 
1989.37  Based on their deployment location, they were most 
likely targeted against Japan and U.S. facilities in Japan.  China 
began fielding its second generation MRBM, the DF-3/CSS-2 
(range 2,800 km) in 1971.38  The DF-3/CSS-2 is probably 
intended for relatively large population targets in central and 
eastern Russia.39 
 
After producing land-based MRBMs, China sought diversity and 
reliability by developing and fielding additional new systems in 
the mid-1980s.  In 1985, China began fielding a mobile MRBM, 
the DF-21/CSS-5 (range 1,800 km).  China is also analyzing a 
range of sophisticated missile defense countermeasures, 
including saturation, maneuvering reentry vehicles, shaping, 
stealth, decoys, on-board jammers, multi-axis attacks, and 
depressed trajectories to provide greater survivability for its 
MRBM force.40  The U.S. intelligence community estimates that 
the PRC has 40 DF-3 and 35 to 50 DF-21 MRBMs, but all of the 
DF-3s are expected to be phased out by 2002.41 
SRBMs 
There have been various estimates about the size of China’s 
current and future SRBM force opposite Taiwan.  A 1999 
National Intelligence Council (NIC) report emphasized that 
China is significantly improving its theater missile capabilities 
and is increasing the size of its SRBM force deployed opposite 
Taiwan.42  The current trend indicates an increase of about fifty 
missiles per year,43 building on a base force of some 30 to 50 
DF-15/M-9/CSS-6 (500 km) and DF-11/M-11/CSS-7 (280 km) 
SRBMs in 1995.44  The primary factors that will influence the 
eventual size and composition of this force include the political 
situation (domestic, regional, and international), doctrinal 
considerations, strategic and tactical requirements, technology 
developments, production capacity, and the PLA’s 
organizational structure.  Any or all of these factors could cause 
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adjustments up or down in the size and deployment rate of the 
force over the next ten to fifteen years.45 
 
Non-Ballistic Missile Tactical Nuclear Weapons 
 
The most important question in this paper is whether or not 
China has any non-ballistic missile tactical nuclear weapons.  
The answer is inconclusive, at least in open source material.  
Since the Chinese do not acknowledge having TNW and have 
not declared how many total nuclear weapons they have, 
Western analysts have had to speculate as to the number of non-
ballistic missile tactical nuclear weapons in China’s arsenal. 
 
Speculation that China has tactical nuclear weapons has focused 
on PLA exercise scenarios that were conducted in a simulated 
tactical nuclear weapon environment and on the types of nuclear 
tests China has conducted.  Some of the most notable exercises, 
including command post exercises, took place during the 1980s 
north of Beijing along the most likely Soviet invasion routes.  
Gurtov and Hwang have written that these exercises were 
conducted by the group armies, naval fleets, and the General 
Staff Department’s Chemical Defense Department.46 
 
According to Garrett and Glaser, Chinese newspaper articles in 
1979 and 1982 discussed the use of Chinese tactical nuclear 
weapons against a Soviet attack.47  A 1979 Liberation Army 
Daily article analyzed the battlefield utility of TNW and 
suggested that the PLA could use TNW without triggering a 
massive Soviet attack on Chinese cities.  The author, Xu 
Baoshan, argued that “international reaction would serve as a 
greater constraint on escalation from TNW to strategic weapons 
than from conventional weapons to TNW,” but he noted that 
PLA planning had been based on the opposite assumption.  Xu 
also noted, “given the current situation, the PLA should make 
emotional as well as material preparation for Soviet use of TNW 
in the initial stages of a future war.”  In June 1982, the PLA held 
its first publicly acknowledged maneuvers involving the use of 
TNW.  In retaliating against Soviet first-use of TNW, a Ningxia 
Daily article said, “Our troops’ nuclear strike capability zeroed 
in on the targets, took the enemy by surprise and dealt his 
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artillery positions and reserve forces a crushing blow.  The 
exercise was characterized as implementing our army’s new task 
in organizing training under modern conditions.”  The article did 
not specify the exact types of TNW used. 
 
The most often quoted source of data on China’s TNW is 
Nuclear Weapons Databook, Volume V: British, French, and 
Chinese Nuclear Weapons written in 1994 by Robert S. Norris, 
Andrew S. Burrows, and Richard W. Fieldhouse.48  Almost 
every article since 1994 that mentions the number and types of 
China’s TNW can be traced back to the information in this book.  
Based on their calculations, China had at that time 
“approximately 700 warheads, including about 300 deployed 
with bomber and missile forces and another 150 for tactical 
weapon systems, including artillery shells and atomic demolition 
munitions.”  They based their estimate partly on the fact that 
China had conducted several nuclear tests with yields below 20 
kilotons and conducted the military exercises noted above in 
which Beijing reportedly simulated the use of tactical nuclear 
weapons.  In addition, some of the nuclear devices had been air 
dropped by H-6 bombers and A-5 ground attack aircraft.49  
Although China has used its H-6 bombers during nuclear testing 
and has devoted some effort to developing a nuclear bomber 
capability, its bombers are few in number, aged, and highly 
vulnerable to air defenses.50 
 
The authors cite a 1984 Defense Intelligence Agency handbook 
on the PLA which claimed that “China may be considering the 
feasibility of supplementing its strategic nuclear arsenal with 
tactical nuclear weapons.”51  China appears to have embarked on 
the development of distinctly tactical nuclear weapon systems, 
such as short-range missiles and artillery, but the evidence is 
very sketchy and it is impossible to pinpoint the types or 
numbers.  Several weapon systems, such as SRBMs and attack 
aircraft with nuclear bombs, can be used in tactical nuclear roles 
if China so chooses. Even so, other authors have stated that there 
is no firm evidence that China has deployed non-ballistic missile 
tactical nuclear weapons today.52 
 



Allen  173 

Although the Nuclear Weapons Databook remains the most 
quoted source on China’s TNW, one of the authors, Robert S. 
Norris, provided the following assessment update in November 
2000, 
 

Information about China’s tactical nuclear weapons is 
limited and contradictory, and there is no official 
evidence of their existence. China’s interest in tactical 
weapons may have been spurred by worsening relations 
with the Soviet Union in the 1960s and 1970s. Several 
low-yield nuclear tests in the late 1970s—and a large 
military exercise in June 1982 simulating the use of 
tactical nuclear weapons—suggests that they may have 
been developed. 53  

 
Command and Control 
One of the key issues that has not been addressed in open source 
material for China’s TNW is command and control.  While it is 
common knowledge that the Second Artillery Corps’ nuclear 
weapons come directly under the control of the Chinese 
Communist Party Central Committee’s Military Commission 
(CMC),54 there is little or no open source material on the 
command and control aspects of China’s non-ballistic missile 
TNW (i.e. artillery and air dropped weapons).  If China does in 
fact have tactical nuclear weapons assigned to its ground and air 
forces, then these weapons and the units that employ them would 
most likely be controlled directly by the CMC.  Furthermore, 
these weapons would most likely be housed in special facilities 
under tight security near the units, and there would be more 
indications that the PLA has conducted simulated training with 
them since the early 1980s.  This is not to say that this is not the 
case, but there has been no open source reporting on this type of 
activity. 
 
Cruise Missiles 
Besides ballistic missiles, the PLA is acquiring stand-off 
weapons such as antiship cruise missiles (ASCMs), long-range 
land-attack cruise missiles (LACMs), and air launched cruise 
missiles (ALCMs) that would be useful in countering potential 
adversaries operating on naval platforms, from bases in the East 
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and South China Seas, or from Taiwan.55  China’s LACM 
program appears to have a relatively high development priority 
and is being aided by an aggressive effort to acquire foreign 
cruise missile technology and subsystems, particularly from 
Russia.56  The first LACM to enter production probably would 
be air-launched and could be operational in the next few years.  
There are no indications that these weapons will carry a nuclear 
warhead.57 
 
Theater Missile Defense 
At the same time China has continued to modernize its SRBM 
and MRBM force over the past few years, Beijing has actively 
tried to persuade Washington, Japan, and Taiwan from deploying 
ballistic missile defenses that could counter China’s missile 
force.  Ambassador Sha Zukang, Director General of the PRC’s  
Department of Arms Control & Disarmament in the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, has repeatedly noted, “Theater missile defense 
(TMD) will have negative impacts on regional strategic stability.  
If a country, in addition to its offensive power, seeks to develop 
advanced TMD in an attempt to attain absolute security and 
unilateral strategic advantage for itself, other countries will be 
forced to develop more advanced offensive missiles.”58 
 
China has objected most vigorously against the deployment of 
TMD in Taiwan.  From Beijing’s perspective, the transfer of any 
TMD systems to Taiwan is objectionable for six major reasons:59 
 

• TMD transfers would be a harmful intrusion on internal 
Chinese affairs and as a violation of the three Joint 
Communiqués governing U.S.-Chinese relations;60 

• TMD transfers to Taiwan would be steps toward the re-
establishment of a U.S. military alliance with Taiwan; 

• TMD transfers to Taiwan could lead to a joint Northeast 
Asia missile defense network including the United 
States, Japan, and South Korea; 

• TMD transfers would complicate China’s military 
options and reduce the military effectiveness of China’s 
missile forces; 

• TMD transfers would encourage those who seek 
independence within Taiwan; and 
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• TMD transfers of technology to Taiwan would help 
Taipei develop offensive ballistic missile programs of its 
own. 

 
In late 2000, a report co-sponsored by the Council on Foreign 
Relations, National Defense University, and the Institute for 
Defense Analyses, entitled China, Nuclear Weapons, and Arms 
Control: A Preliminary Assessment, concluded that China will 
continue to modernize its ballistic missile force for the 
foreseeable future, but the ultimate shape of the force remains an 
open question.61  While the report focused primarily on China’s 
strategic missile force, especially in terms of its relationship to 
U.S. national missile defense, the same conclusions can logically 
be applied to the PRC’s SRBMs and MRBMs in relation to the 
U.S. theater missile defense program. 
 
PLA Second Artillery Corps 
 
The largest and most important leg of China’s nuclear triad is the 
Second Artillery Corps (strategic rocket forces).  The other legs 
include one nuclear-powered ballistic missile submarine, a Xia-
class SSBN, and an undetermined number of H-6 (Tu-16) 
medium-range bombers with “little or no intercontinental 
capability.”62  Unlike the situation for the PLA’s conventional 
ground, naval, and air forces, there is very little substantive 
information about the organizational structure of the Second 
Artillery Corps, which was established in July 1966 and placed 
under the direct control of the Central Military Committee.  
Today, the Second Artillery Corps, with an estimated 90,000 
personnel, consists of headquarters elements,63 six division-level 
launch bases, an engineering design academy, four research 
institutes, two command academies, and possibly an early 
warning unit.64  As the key operational strike units, brigades are 
likely only assigned one type of missile to facilitate command 
and logistics. 
 
According to Mark Stokes, China’s six missile bases have at 
least thirteen brigades, which are usually structured by the type 
of missiles.65  The PLA’s theater missiles will be deployed in at 
least seven of the brigades.  In addition, the PLA is now 
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beginning to replace some of its conventional artillery pieces 
with M-11 conventional SRBMs within the two ground force 
group armies in the Nanjing Military Region opposite Taiwan.66  
These missiles will belong to the military region commander, not 
to the Second Artillery. 
 
A close review of the PLA’s organizational structure for the 
Second Artillery Corps provides valuable clues to the future 
structure of China’s ballistic missile force.  According to a 1997 
Department of Defense report, “China probably will have the 
industrial capacity, though not necessarily the intent, to produce 
a large number, perhaps as many as a thousand, new missiles 
within the next decade.”67  This report did not clarify the types of 
missiles.  However, if China were to increase the number of 
missiles as suggested in this report and by others,68 the Second 
Artillery would have to increase the number of bases, increase 
the number of brigades per base, increase the number of 
battalions per brigade, and/or increase the number of reserve 
missiles. 
 
Possible Employment Scenarios 
 
Theoretically, the PRC could become involved in conflicts with 
any of its neighbors in the future, including Russia,69 India, 
Japan, and Korea, as well as with Taiwan.  Depending upon the 
situation, the United States could become involved.  This section 
will deal with only two of these possible scenarios – Taiwan and 
India. 
 
Taiwan 
Admiral Dennis Blair, Commander of U.S. forces in the Pacific, 
pointed out during a visit to Hong Kong in July 2000 that the 
current Asian flashpoints involve a series of distinct regional 
disputes, including the Taiwan Strait.70 Analysts throughout the 
region surmise that the most likely scenario whereby the United 
States could be engaged in a nuclear exchange with China is 
over Taiwan.  Beijing’s ultimate goal in intimidating Taiwan 
through military means is to achieve Taiwan’s reunification with 
the mainland71  The immediate task, however, has been to keep 
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Taiwan from moving further along the path toward independence 
and to force Taipei to accept the “one-China” principle. 
 
The PLA’s acquisition of M-9/11 SRBMs over the past decade, 
coupled with repeated statements that “China will not commit 
itself not to resort to force,” have emphasized Beijing’s 
willingness to try to intimidate Taiwan.72  While China has had 
MRBMs and ICBMs deployed since the early 1980s, the 
equanimity with which the United States and U.S. friends and 
allies in Asia viewed Beijing’s missile capabilities and 
belligerence toward Taiwan changed in 1995 and 1996, when the 
PLA launched ten SRBMs to impact points near Taiwan in a 
provocative attempt to influence the democratic presidential 
elections there.  The possibility of a nuclear exchange was raised 
in July 1995, when a Hong Kong newspaper reported, 
“According to a military source on the mainland, two military 
exercises within a month conducted by the PLA were designed 
to make preparations for using small tactical nuclear weapons in 
actual battles at sea, as well as to suppress the appeal for Taiwan 
independence.”73  These actions by Beijing have directly 
attributed to Taiwan’s desire to acquire a TMD capability. 
 
Stokes states that the PLA’s missile attack strategy would 
include conventional  SRBMs and LACMs against critical 
facilities, such as key airfields and command, control, 
communication, computer, and intelligence (C4I) nodes, and 
naval facilities.74  PLA writings indicate a requirement for three 
raids, including about 400 theater missiles (a mix of SRBMs, 
possibly MRBMs, and/or LACMs) in the opening stages of a 
conflict.  Following each launch, the launchers would be moved 
to a different location.  The remaining theater missiles would be 
held in reserve.  This targeting strategy would greatly complicate 
Taiwan’s ability to conduct military operations.  The Pentagon 
concludes that China could, however, encounter problems 
coordinating missile firings with other concurrent military 
operations, such as air and maritime engagements.75 
 
U.S. Involvement 
During the early 1990s, Chinese analysts were split about 
possible U.S. involvement in a conflict with Taiwan, based on 
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the “Somalia analogy,” whereby they postulated the United 
States did not have the resolve to fight a war that risked losing 
American lives.76  However, following U.S. intervention in 
Kosovo, the PLA today assumes the U.S. military will definitely 
be involved in any future conflict with Taiwan.77 
 
During a speech in October 2000, General Zhang Wannian, vice-
chairman of the CMC, reportedly stated,  
 

During the period of the 10th Five-Year Plan [2001-
2005], it is certain that war will break out in the 
Taiwan Strait. To ensure victory in the war, the PLA 
will strike the first blow. It will first paralyse the 
power installations and the combat ability of Taiwan’s 
fighter jets. The PLA possesses some weapons that can 
kill and wound soldiers who are using weapons or 
hiding in buildings without destroying the weapons, 
equipment or buildings. This will minimize the 
damage on Taiwan.78   
 

The newspaper report further stated, “Zhang did not reveal 
whether the weapons used to paralyse the power installation 
were similar to graphite bombs used by the U.S. troops to attack 
Yugoslavia, or neutron bombs that can harm people without 
destroying buildings.  At present, the mainland possesses these 
two kinds of weapons.”  In reference to the 1999 Cox Report’s 
assertion that China stole plans for the neutron bomb from the 
United States, Zhao Qizheng, Director of the State Council’s 
Information Office, said, “China has mastered in succession the 
neutron bomb design technology and the nuclear weapon 
miniaturization technology as early as in 1970s and 1980s.”79  
While the Cox report and Zhao’s statement indicate China has 
developed a neutron bomb,80 there are no open source reports 
about the actual deployment of this type of weapon. 
 
Although China’s overall military equipment is still inferior to 
that of the United States, analysts in both countries have written 
about China’s growing asymmetrical warfare capabilities.  
Specifically, China’s modernizing navy, with its Russian-built 
Kilo-class submarines and Sovremenny-class destroyers armed 
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with nuclear-capable SS-N-22 supersonic cruise missiles,81 and 
the increasing number of SRBMs, have strengthened Beijing’s 
area denial capability versus the U.S. Navy.  Unlike the situation 
during the Gulf War and the Kosovo War where the United 
States had bases from which to prosecute the war, the United 
States military is hampered in the Pacific by what the U.S. 
Pacific Command calls “the tyranny of distance” and the lack of 
a significant number of permanent and deployment bases. 
 
As Peter Rodman of the Nixon Center states, “China does not 
have to defeat the United States in a war in order to seize 
Taiwan.  It merely must prevent the United States from 
intervening.  China’s new weapons alone are enough to increase 
the inhibitions of an American president who contemplates 
getting involved in a Taiwan crisis.”82  The issue of China’s area 
denial or anti-access strategy has become a focal point for 
analyzing the current military situation in the region. 
 
While most scenarios involve a conventional weapons conflict 
across the Taiwan Strait, there is always the possibility of 
Beijing escalating to the use of nuclear weapons.  One of the 
most likely scenarios that could lead China to use its TNW is if 
an attack on Taiwan was failing to the point that the situation 
threatened the communist regime itself.  Over the years, the 
Party’s leaders have shown their concern about spontaneous 
demonstrations against them, including the 1989 Tiananmen 
massacre, 1996 demonstrations against Japan regarding the 
Diaoyu Islands,83 the crackdown on the Falun Gong that began in 
early 1999, and demonstrations against the U.S. Embassy in 
Beijing following the inadvertent bombing of the Chinese 
Embassy in Belgrade in May 1999.84 
 
Since two U.S. aircraft carrier battle groups were dispatched to 
the Pacific near Taiwan in 1996, one of the most discussed 
scenarios in Western writings is a possible Chinese nuclear 
attack on aircraft carriers assisting Taiwan.  This type of attack 
could come in the opening stage of a conflict to keep the U.S. 
from coming to Taiwan’s aid, or after the U.S. had already 
become engaged in active support for Taiwan.  The likelihood of 
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this type of attack would depend on many variables, including 
the overall political atmosphere at the time. 
 
India 
In New Delhi, where perception often seems to become reality, 
there is little question about whether China has tactical nuclear 
weapons.  On May 11 and 13, 1998, India’s new coalition 
government detonated several nuclear devices.85  One week 
before the tests, George Fernandes, India’s outspoken Defense 
Minister, stated that China was “encircling” India, was India’s 
“potential threat number one,” and “China’s nuclear weapons 
were stockpiled in Tibet right along India’s borders.”  Some 
newspapers reported this statement as “China has deployed 
missiles with nuclear warheads in Tibet targeting India.” Former 
Indian Foreign Secretary J.N. Dixit, in a 5 May 1998 op-ed 
article in The Hindu, even stated, “We have been generally 
aware of the ‘tactical’ missiles in Tibet.” 86 
 
Pravin K Sawhney, an Indian security analyst, sums up India’s 
views in a 1 August 2000 Jane’s Intelligence Review article, 
where he states,87 
 

Within China’s nuclear arsenal of nearly 500 warheads, 
200 are strategic and the rest tactical.88  These nuclear 
weapons are deployed at about twenty locations, 
including the Tibet Autonomous Region.89  The PLA 
has conducted military exercises simulating the use of 
tactical weapons and has recently claimed to have 
mastered the technology to produce neutron bombs.  
The threat of China incorporating tactical nuclear 
weapons as part of its warfighting doctrine is greater 
than ever.  Indian planners assume that the PLA could 
employ low-yield tactical nuclear weapons without fear 
of collateral damage in the disputed Himalayan ranges.  
Moreover, China’s no-first-use policy does not clarify 
whether this doctrine applies to disputed territories that 
China considers its own. 
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Conclusion 
 
The evidence available in open source material is not conclusive 
that China has tactical nuclear weapons beyond those for 
delivery by ballistic missiles.  This does not mean, however, that 
countries like India do not believe China has TNW.  Most of the 
open source references can be traced to as single source, the 
1994 Nuclear Weapons Databook, Volume V: British, French, 
and Chinese Nuclear Weapons.  Although China conducted 
nuclear tests consistent with low yields for tactical nuclear 
weapons and the PLA conducted simulated exercises under 
TNW conditions during the early 1980s, there is a lack of 
information about the actual deployment of these weapons in the 
PLA.  Deployment with the ground, naval, and air forces would 
entail special command and control structures and weapons 
handling facilities, which have not been reported in open source 
material – but this does not mean they do not exist. 
 
The PRC is faced with various dilemmas concerning its nuclear 
doctrine.  While Beijing is on a path toward greater involvement 
in international arms control and disarmament, China is being 
confronted with new challenges on its borders, including India’s 
nuclear capabilities, increasing tensions with Taiwan that could 
lead to a war with the United States, and the presence of 
American theater and national missile defense systems.  These 
challenges have led to a vigorous debate within China on the 
issue of their no-first-use doctrine.90 
 
During the 1980s, the PLA conducted exercises focusing on the 
use of tactical nuclear weapons during a Soviet armored thrust 
toward Beijing.  Although that threat no longer exists, China has 
been building up its SRBM and MRBM capability with 
conventional warheads geared toward a Taiwan conflict scenario 
involving the United States.  Whether or not Beijing would turn 
to nuclear weapons in a Taiwan conflict is strictly scenario 
dependent.  The PLA is also in the process of shifting its MRBM 
and ICBM force from fixed-site, liquid-fueled missiles to 
mobile, solid-fuel missiles to enhance their survivability.  The 
PRC is also adding flexibility by developing the next generation 
of cruise missiles that could utilize nuclear warheads.  These 
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changes have led to discussions about changing from a minimum 
deterrence to a limited deterrence posture. 
 
Regardless of the specific doctrine Beijing chooses to ascribe to, 
the United States is now confronting a China with an increasing 
nuclear capability and an unwillingness to discuss arms control 
limitations for its own forces.  Recent transcripts about the 
Chinese decision-making process that led to the PLA crushing 
peaceful demonstrators in Beijing in June 1984 show that regime 
maintenance is a fundamental principle for China’s leaders when 
faced with the possibility of losing their grip on power.91  
Therefore, it is not inconceivable that China’s leaders would 
resort to the use of nuclear weapons if the situation warranted. 
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